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Simon Gibbs, Newcastle University 
Introduction 
As Discussant for the symposium under this titled given by colleagues from the Psychology in 
Education Research Centre (at the University of York) I would like to make some general as well as 
specific comments. 
I have now been working in education for nearly 40 years. I started work as a teacher in a school that 
had recently become a comprehensive. My first year there coincided with the Raising of the School 
Leaving Age (RoSLA) to 16. Amongst children I met there were those who had (thanks in part to Cyril 
Burt) failed their 11+ and who not all over-joyed at the prospect of yet another year in school. 
However, such was the (un-) reliability of the 11+ that it failed to spot the talents of those who later 
went on to gain good university degrees. Then, and later, I also met with beliefs (amongst pupils and 
staff) that 11+ was a self-fulfilling prophecy and beliefs and practices that those negative beliefs 
could and should be challenged. 
Over the past 40 years I have also seen the rise (and more recent decline) of ‘teaching’ as a graduate 
only profession (increasingly children are being ‘managed’ by well motivated but unqualified 
Teaching Assistants); the rise (and more recent decline) of comprehensive education; relatively 
minor fluctuations in the use of segregated educational provision (with still no evidence that the 
default position of having ‘special’ schools is educationally warranted); and the disappearance of 
employment for school leavers and university graduates. 
As a result, I am not sure that we have a clear concept of what education is, nor what the purpose of 
it is. 
I am somewhat clearer that psychology can be seen as a scientific endeavour to understand human 
behaviour and what underpins it. 
As an educational psychologist I have been bothered by some practitioners’ proclivity to categorise 
and segregate children. I am, therefore, very keen to help reposition educational psychology as a 
discipline that can include the psychological study of what goes on in education and seek to make it 
better for all. 
Thus, in the context of a ‘Big Question’: What is education and how can we improve it? I am minded 
to address a slightly easier question: What helps teachers make a difference: what do they believe 
they can do to be more inclusive ? 
Here and now 
I was, therefore, very pleased to be invited to participate in this symposium and to help us consider 
Psychological Research that can help Transform Educational Practice. The papers we have heard are, 
I think, interestingly complementary and provide some critiques of the purpose, nature and effect of 
educational interventions. 
 
 
The first 2 papers (by Bowyer-Crane and Nash) today clearly relate to matters of continuing 
importance for every teacher in schools: children’s communicational competence and their 
behaviour. 
I’m not sure there are any easy answers to these perennial issues: Society demands competence in 
language and literacy, and expects socially acceptable behaviours. Attainments in both domains are 
often cited as two of the key markers of a civilised society. However, since we currently live in a 
society in which poverty and marginalisation are increasing we need to think hard about how to 
develop yet more cost-effective interventions and who we ask to intervene, if we are to intervene.  
The paediatrician and child psychiatrist Stephen Scott and his colleagues at Kings College London 
have, in showing how effective family interventions can be in reducing antisocial behaviour, also 
found a strong positive correlation of the skills and qualifications of those delivering interventions 
and the ultimate outcomes for families and children (see for instance Scott, 2010).  
Simultaneously, Peter Blatchford and his colleagues at the Institute of Education have been seeking 
answers to questions such as ‘which adults provide what inputs and provisions, and in what 
proportions, to pupils with a Statement of SEN in mainstream primary schools’? They have found 
that too often children with the greatest need are velcroed to the adult with the least training 
(Webster et al., 2012).  
It seems to me that we need to confront the questions: Do we really want to intervene meaningfully 
and, if so, how? 
Claudine (Bowyer-Crane) and Poppy (Nash)  have both been long associated with work in York that 
has been dedicated to helping children through the intervention of well-trained and well-motivated 
skillful adults. That work has proven highly cost-effective. Here in N Yorkshire, for instance, bringing 
about educationally significant improvements in children’s literacy in primary schools (Hatcher et al., 
2006). One of my regrets is that that work did little to enhance the knowledge, understanding and 
skills of teachers. The work that Claudine has described today builds on and develops the success of 
tradition, I believe. I would like to argue that work such as this should, if properly and consistently 
implemented lead to a significant decrease in the disenfranchisement from education of children. 
The consequences of disenfranchisement are long term, cyclical and expensive. 
Since we are here considering ‘educational practice’, rather than re-emphasise the well-established 
consequences for children, young people and adults in terms of, inter alia, unemployment and 
criminality, I will just briefly underline the issue for government – and teachers - of teachers’ well-
being and resilience. Recent data show that in England over £700m per annum has been spent on 
initial teacher training (TDA, 2011). However, about half of all those who qualify as teachers leave 
the profession within 5 years of gaining their qualification (Dolton and Klaauw, 1999; Ingersoll and 
Smith, 2003; Hayes, 2004). One of the greatest challenges to teachers’ well-being is in relation to 
children’s behaviour and children’s behaviour is one of the most frequently cite reasons given by 
teachers for leaving the profession (Ingersoll and Smith, 2003). (Is that value for money?)  As Poppy 
has found teachers can have considerable understanding of the underlying emotional turmoil 
experienced by many children. What her research hints at and other research has found is that many 
teachers are inclined to attribute responsibility for the causes and consequences of the behaviour to 
the child and/or his/her family context. However, as Rob (Klassen) indicated in his paper, teachers’ 
 
 
beliefs are malleable. If we want to, we can change the contexts in which staff in schools operate 
and, thereby, enable them to be more effective. A number of small scale studies  undertaken by 
myself and colleagues in Newcastle goes some way to indicate both the potency of the context and 
the malleability of beliefs (Critchley and Gibbs, 2012; Powell and Gibbs, submitted) 
It is evident that not all children are alike and it is, therefore, unreasonable to expect all children to 
do equally well in the same environment. This too presents a challenge to those designing and 
delivering educational interventions – ie teachers and teachers’ assistants. The variance in response 
to differing environmental and teacher influences has been highlighted in Kathryn’s (Asbury)  paper 
and underlines the importance of being able to both understand as well as skilfully and differentially 
intervene. This work also points up the need to help engage and motivate children.  
As Rob (Klassen) shows, teachers’ characteristics – and more significantly their beliefs in their 
efficacy  – are important determinants of their effectiveness. As I think all the papers today show, in 
various ways, the effectiveness of educational interventions is not even largely, never mind entirely, 
due to the characteristics of those on the receiving end, the children. The findings of today’s papers 
offer some insights into areas for improvement. But do they have the power to transform, and, to 
restate the question, do we want things to change?  
In concluding, some words from the past (with present-day reverberations) give a view of education: 
‘Now, what I want is, Facts.  …  Facts alone are wanted in life.  Plant nothing else, and root 
out everything else.  You can only form the minds of reasoning animals upon Facts: nothing 
else will ever be of any service to them.  This is the principle on which I bring up my own 
children, and this is the principle on which I bring up these children.  Stick to Facts, sir!’… ‘You 
are to be in all things regulated and governed,’ said the gentleman, ‘by fact.  We hope to 
have, before long, a board of fact, composed of commissioners of fact, who will force the 
people to be a people of fact, and of nothing but fact.  You must discard the word Fancy 
altogether.  You have nothing to do with it.  You are not to have, in any object of use or 
ornament, what would be a contradiction in fact.  You don’t walk upon flowers in fact; you 
cannot be allowed to walk upon flowers in carpets.  You don’t find that foreign birds and 
butterflies come and perch upon your crockery; you cannot be permitted to paint foreign 
birds and butterflies upon your crockery.  You never meet with quadrupeds going up and 
down walls; you must not have quadrupeds represented upon walls.  You must use,’ said the 
gentleman, ‘for all these purposes, combinations and modifications (in primary colours) of 
mathematical figures which are susceptible of proof and demonstration.  This is the new 
discovery.  This is fact.  This is taste.’ (Dickens, 1996) 
So, what do we want ‘education’ to be; what are the essential processes implicit in the concept; 
what can be done to enhance the process and how can psychology contribute? These are pressing 
questions that today’s papers go some way to address . I’m sure my colleagues in the Psychology in 
Education Research Centre will continue to work on these and other related issues. 
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